props meant to suggest the real world. Though the play on stage is itself, it is a metaphor or sign of something beyond itself, something "self-transcending; Nowhere is the character of existence demonstrated more clearly than in stage drama: we are drawn to watch it, and initially it is immaterial whether, in doing so, we are searching for or fleeing from ourselves, immaterial whether the performance is showing us the serious-or the play-dimension, the destructive or the transfiguring aspect, the absurdity or the hidden profundity of our life. Probably nowhere else but in this interplay of relationships (which is of the essence of the theatre) can we see so clearly the . nable nature and ambiguity not only of the theatre but also of . q u estlO ce itself which the theatre illuminates. • The character of Richard Rich provides a dramatic counterpoint to the grace, and self-knowledge we see exemplified in More. Rich is a young courtier who seeks More's patronage and advancement at court. In \'u~'CWII8II bribe he refused, More warns Rich of the opportunities to accept even larger that abound in London. As they converse, Rich begins to display the self-knowledge and moral weakness that ultimately define him. Later in the he implores More to hire him, but because More understands that such a would put Rich in moral jeopardy, he refuses. As a way to avoid the ternpl:atiOllll court and public life, More instead urges Rich to accept a teaching position. climactic moment of a moving scene, More clearly identifies the WE~aJ(ne. character that Rich is unable to see in himself: don't take it kindly, Thomas, and I'll have no opposition" 85).
In the conversations with his family that follow the king's departure, makes it clear that he will rely on his God-given wits to thread his way through ring crisis. He hopes that by combining deft use of the law with silence on ..."un r of the king's divorce he will be able to save his family and himself . More's words demonstrate that resigning his office is a genuine human action, deriving from his self-knowledge and necessitated by principles, The Humanities conscience, and the reality to which his faith points. He knows his COlntE!Xt112li self and judges himself by his actions.
A short time later More dismisses part of his household because he longer afford so many servants. In this scene he once again reveals the his realism with respect to himself and others. He tells his steward, Matthew.
• he will have to cut his wages and asks, "Will you stay?" When Matthew More says, "I shall miss you, Matthew." Matthew demurs, "You never had time for me, sir. You see through me, sir. I know that." But More gently shall miss you, Matthew; I shall miss you" (60).
When More leaves, the steward fumes , "Miss me? . . . What's in me for miss . .. ?" The stage directions are "(Suddenly he cries out like one who sees Q at his very feet.)" He then repeats More's words, "'Matthew, will you kindly cut in your wages?' 'No, Sir Thomas, I will not.' That's it and (fzercely) that's aU
More's expression of genuine love is too much for Matthew to acknowledge. than accept More's love with its pain-filled possibilities, Matthew opts for an sively material interpretation that affords the protective emotional re~;polnali anger. This strategy is more than familiar to many twenty-first-century and audiences, and is similar to how More's family sometimes knOwingly derstands his motives and actions. Matthew responds in anger, blind to his self-worth and unable and unwilling to believe the lawyer's honest words of Later More explains to his dear Meg and Roper his strategy for staying danger himself. He posits the strategy on the human being's God-given gifts:
God made the angels to show him splendour-as he made animals for cence and plants for their simplicity. But Man he made to serve him wittily.
in the tangle of his mind! If he suffers us to fall to such a case that there is no escaping, then we may stand to our tackle as best we can, and yes, Will, then we may clamour like champions . . . if we have the spittle for it. And no doubt it delights God to see splendour where he only looked for complexity. But God's part, not our own, to bring ourselves to that extremity! Our natural business lies in escaping. (78) More's view of human nature is humble, shrewd, and biblical. In the course of life, human beings, made in the image and likeness of God, serve best by using their minds. It is only in meeting an inescapable trial that the being, More hopes, can measure up to the angels' "splendour." More reminds that "it's God's part" to bring a human being to the "extremity" of confessing beliefs and embracing martyrdom, if he has "the spittle for it." More coc,pelrlll with God's grace in living the good life and in living wisely by his wits. As he prepares to cooperate with God also in death, a task that in his case ~ken, ds rather stunning moral courage. de:a;ct II More's fortunes are in decline, and he reveals himself to be cheerful n in poverty (69)· He is detached. He says that his prison cell in the Tower of ~don is like any other place (86) . When his daughter urges him to save himself Lad take the oath "and in your heart think otherwise" (87), More provides a final an n that reveals both his self-knowledge and the depth of his faith: "When a les so man takes an oath, Meg, he's holding his own self in his own hands. Like water (cuPS hands) and if he opens his fingers then-he needn't hope to find himself 'n Some men aren't capable of this , but I'd be loathe to think your father one agaI . A Man for All Seasons can easily be read as a drama about how More gave up a temporal "good life" as Lord Chancellor and well-known gentleman of letters for an eternal "good life" with his Creator. More accepted this trade-off because of his conscience and his devotion to God and Church. Rausch reminds us, "Each of us must enter into the mystery of our own lives, in all our weakness and vulnerability, for it is precisely there that God's grace is to be found." In von Balthasar's terms, Bolt's play presents to readers and playgoers the drama of a person whose clarity about himself in relation to God and his fellow human beings is a witness to this "graced life ." For More, life is as much graced in witty observations, good friends, esteem in the realm, and a loving family as in death. in which he grew up.
Dancing at Lughnasa (1990) plays deliberate variations on
The Glass Me'naJ~ Both are flashback or memory plays. Friel uses his character Michael in the way Williams uses Tom, as both narrator and character. This external n'>1rc,",_ also echoes the role of the stage manager in Our Town . In Dancing at however, there is something more; Friel is trying to realize something like a Balthasarian sense of wholeness that comprehends as it illuminates all of existence, even its sufferings.
As current theory has pointed out, no artistic choice, especially the narrator, is ideologically neutral. The choice of Michael in Dancing at l.JU(!nI'IWlII' potentially nostalgic, but it also enables the von Balthasarian perspective. though the narrator's role occasionally spoils the suspense, one might view role as Friel's way of unconsciously "enacting" God's absence and im]pot" (Rausch). Von Balthasar, and probably Friel, would accept the analogical between God (the "creative intelligence" behind the mystery of the according to Rausch) and the artist, playwright, and narrator of the play.
Though Lughnasa is a memory play, the narrator stands above as well as the play's actions. As a grown man, he is only mortal and cannot be cornpJleUI sure which of his memories are real and which "illusory." But his response, h t ic and yet detached, invites the audience and reader into a bittersweet pat e ern f wholeness and an active acceptance, if not affirmation, of foggy rememsense 0 In this process, Friel affirms the power of two fundamental human facbfallc es .
'es, memory and imagination, to "real-ize" or at least "re-cognize" the wonder u1~ the marvel, as well as the pain, of our fallen world. The family's routine life is punctuated by music from a newly purchased radio (dubbed "Marconi"), the recent return of the sisters' brother, Father Jack, from missionary work in Uganda, and, in a climactic moment, the brief reappearance of Michael's father, Gerry Evans. In Act II, a few weeks later, Gerry returns to bid goodbye before leaving for Spain and service in the International Brigade. Rose is absent at the opening of Act II, but reappears after an unexplained tryst in the hills with a married man, Danny Bradley. The play ends with a picnic outside the cottage, during which Gerry and Jack exchange hats in a mock-serious ritual ·swap" patterned on Ugandan tribal ceremonies. Rausch observes that we cannot look directly at God.13 To enable his readers his audience to see what is not apparent, to see the mystery, Friel uses techn:iqU! of indirection. We catch a glimpse of God, or of mystery, out of the corner of eye, as we would a fox disappearing in the tall grass at the edge of our yard. celebration of Lughnasa and Jack's experience of Ugandan rituals remind us folly of trying to domesticate the divine. 14 Rausch also refers to the "graced experience" from which all theological guage arises. It is tempting to say that Friel, like all artists, seeks to call attention to such graced experience, allowing us to glimpse the mystery that mates the scene, the situation, and the characters. As critics have noted, an . I seeks to express, if not "capture," an experience that may be difficult to air .. Foe II""' into words.15 Friel seeks to embody the graced experience even as he points to pUt 'table dissolution or loss. And what is that graced experience? It is the taste in eVl it' e good life as experienced fleetingly but palpably by the members of a family ofth all cottage in rural Ireland. It is graced because it points beyond itself to the ill a sIll . ate good life of eternity. Yet behind and within these references to a tranent reality, the fundamentally sacramental dimension of these people's lives can still be glimpsed.
'Ibe play abounds in paradox, reflecting the long-held Catholic belief that creation, including human nature, is, as Rausch reminds us , "both graced and flawed," "a world of damaged relationships" where human nature "under a veneer of dvility and self-restraint still possesses those primitive instincts" that include .prejudice against the weak or the different." Another paradox concerns very. ordinarY features of the play. In Lughnasa plot, theme, and spectacle are unexceptIOnal.
Of the six classical parts of drama, however, it is music and spectacle that stand out. By giving greater prominence to music and spectacle than is currently fashionable in all but "musical theater," Friel actually achieves thematic complexity. 16 Much of the play's thematic richness as well as its ambiguity are carried by the songs and dancing. Aided by Friel's almost always lyrical prose, the dancing and the music transform other aspects of the playas well.
As might be expected from the title, the play's two acts are highlighted by a number of contrasting dances. After the elder Michael's long opening monologue, the action begins with the child Michael and three of the sisters involved in household tasks. Even in the midst of an ordinary day, primitive instincts are evident. Rose does a "bizarre" and "abandoned" dance as she sings "The King of Abyssinia" while feeding her chickens. Kate returns from shopping to relay the news from Ballybeg. It is here that we learn that the Sweeney boy was severely burned while celebrating Lughnasa. Kate also describes the delight in the eyes of the shop girl Sophia McLaughlin when she tells about the "supreme" Lughnasa dance:
·You'd think it was heaven she was talking about" (11) . In a very real sense it is.
Abandonment to the ritual of the dance allows participation in a joy well beyond the reality of the moment. To Kate, Lughnasa is "like a fever." In her uptightness she seems positively life-denying. But suddenly the radio, "Marconi," starts broadcasting Irish dance music, and, one by one, the sisters get up from their tasks and start to dance. This first dance in the play is full of ambiguity. Friel's stage directions (referring to "masks," "near hysteria," "parody," "caricature," and "defiance") suggest just some of the possible meanings that a production might emphasize or an audience construe. Maggie's "instant mask" does not conceal her "defiance," "aggression," or "crude mask of happiness." Perhaps a parodic reliving of the past, the overtones of the pagan revelry taking place in the back hills. For Rose it is abandonment to the music. For Agnes the dance is a further revelation character, specifically her grace. Even for Kate the dance is an evocation embodiment "ominous of some deep and true emotion" (22) .
Communal and yet personal, public or intensely private, it is probably that, for each of the characters, the dance has a special meaning. Their ritual of danCing together transforms the participants by knitting them more closely. The ritual of the dance is not religious, but, as is true for a religious experience, it symbolizes, affirms, and encourages the participants if it does not actually constitute solidarity and communityY
The first dance ends abruptly with each of the characters returning to her nary seif." Immediately the tensions and conflicts that had been suspended dancing reappear. But the memory of the ritual and its transformative gers. And yet the characters appear intent on denying whatever uans4:encll reality the dance embodied. Christina calls the radio a "bloody useless set,-this is picked up and exaggerated by Rose's parroting, "Goddam bloody er the dance Gerry leaves, and Jack enters, talking about Uganda, "ancestral ~. (38), quinine addiction cured by a medicine man, and sacrificial rooster IP~ As he tries to find the word ("exhibition," "demonstration," "spectacle"?) personal, values and actions. Nothing could be closer to the koinonia that is at the heart of Catholic reflection on the good life. 20 As Charles Taylor notes about the constituents of "the good life," "It is crucial to their being the goods they are that they be lived and enjoyed together, all the way from dance to conversation, to love, to friendship, to common self-rule."21
The final scene of the play takes place on one of the last warm, early autumn evenings. A Catholic sensibility is attuned to seasons, sacred and profane. Heightening the significance of the conclusion is its autumnal, elegiac tone. It would be straining to call the picnic "outside in the garden" (66) Eucharistic, but it does evoke prelapsarian contentment. Maggie offers sweet tea and caraway-seed and soda bread, with "only three eggs between the seven of us" (57), a possible allusion to the multiplication miracles in the gospels. 22
What is it these characters desire from life? The inexpressible! As he flirts with Agnes and Maggie, for one moment Gerry is again the rooster in a flock of hens.
And they? They have the attention of a man already related to them through Christina. Like the dance in a Shakespeare comedy, this one proposes a sense of failed unity and integration. And then Rose enters to announce the death of her pet rooster, perhaps killed by a fox. The rooster's fate is symbolic of the death that always hovers nearby, ready to disrupt the normal rituals of life, like picnics, dances, and the like. The rooster, the male principle, who makes the hens lay eggs, is dead: an ominous, wordless portent of the coming death of Jack and the departure of Michael.
Gerry notices Michael's now completed kites and their "garishly painted" which are "crude, cruel, grinning faces . .. primitively drawn" (69). Whence that cruelty? It might express the redirected anger and frustration the boy Alone, without a father, he is a "looker-on" of life. The kites may also ___ , ...... , .... negation, what Michael wishes he had: a part in this final tableau. They also gest the primitive forces, repressed as well as released, that are hinted at in celebration of Lughnasa.
As the closing monologue suggests, the final scene is about the wordless teries of life. Jack, Gerry, and the Mundy sisters enact these rituals as a way to meaning in their rapidly changing lives. The rituals and symbols point to a scendent realm, beyond the mundane and painful reality of their Irish
But it remains for us to catch the truth and hope for such transcendent llU::ilIlIlII much as we might try to retrieve a fleeting dream or a luminous vision. daughter, Judy, produced the play on a number of occasions. She quotes the critic Denis Donoghue to the effect that "a problem is something to be mystery is something to be witnessed and attested" (15 Dancing at Lughnasa is witness to the Catholic beli~f that creation is graced, damaged. The Mundy sisters are not a Holy Family in the cliched sense, but are a family that expresses its love in somewhat awkward and broken attempts care and concern for each other. Few great plays (think of some by Brecht, or Wiesel's The Trial of God) succeed as parables. But if Dancing at Lughnasa is a able of anything, it is a parable of that koinonia, communion or fellowship ypf'pn"l!d! to earlier. It is the parable of a humble, flawed familial community, attacked change and temptation but, at least until the play's ending, united in flawed fragile human care and love.
In the last moments of Lughnasa the play returns us to the question that tocuse. ' Rausch's chapter: "What is the life that God calls us to?" What is "the fullness life," the pleroma to which God calls US?24 It is not the narrated flight of Agnes Rose, the death of Father Jack, or the revelation of Gerry Evans's multiple ernains in the memory. Rather it is the picnic, a reminder of Eden and a that r The "latency" of our relation to God, our "distance from God," the "pain of dryness"-these do not indicate that God is no longer there "but that we are The Humanities not always there" (I and Thou p. 99). It is the creature who must learn, thrOUgh the "I-thou" relationship and "through the grace of its comings and the Pains of its departures" (I and Thou, 33) to practice the presence of God, who is always thereY I would suggest that in reading or seeing these two plays, we need to be "
there." We must be attentive to the mystery that surrounds the characters when they are not. If we attend to both their words and the accompanying we will more clearly understand their individual characters, the nature of their tionships, and the Catholic mystery that fills their lives and the plays [nE~ml;ehre& il NOTES
